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Penny Gay, Judith Johnston, and Catherine Waters, eds, Victorian Turns, 
NeoVictorian Returns: Essays on Fiction and Culture (Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2008). pp. xx. ISBN 9 781847 (PB) 186621 (HB) 
The inside of this volume offers exactly the pleasurable variety and range of interest promised 
by its outside (the beautifully reproduced cover image is Ernest Dudley Heath's Piccadilly 
Circus at Night, 1893). As its title suggests, the volume, divided into two sections, seeks to 
capture, in Part One, the diverse ways in which the Victorians explored in fiction the multiple 
'turns' in new directions the age was taking, and, in Part Two, the imaginative updatings of 
these fictions, in literature, film and theatre, as well as in scholarship, in the burgeoning 
afterlife of Victorianism. 
The editors note in their introduction how in George Eliot's journals 'the number and wide 
variety of subjects ... and the enlarging vista that each brings with it' are a palpable attraction 
for the author and the five essays relating to the author in Part One of this book, turning from 
science to travel to music among other topics, re-affirm her reputation as a touchstone for the 
wide cultural openness of the period. At the same time, at least two of these essays attest, richly 
if tangentially, to the pleasures of intellectual passion as at best equivocal for the English 
Victorian woman. 
In 'The Mill on the Floss: "More Instruments Playing Together'" (the essay most exclusively 
devoted to George Eliot), Gillian Beer focuses on the significance of music in the novel both 
as a marker of Maggie Tulliver's emergent identity and as yielding key insights in respect of 
the theories of the origins of music expounded by Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer 
respectively in the mid-nineteenth century. Where, for Darwin, music was a pre-linguistic 
phenomenon and (as a means for the male of the species to attract a female mate) a key element 
in the process of sexual selection, for Spencer, music was a derivation and intensification of 
speech with the power strongly to excite not only 'familiar feelings' but also 'dormant 
sentiments' of which the listener has had neither experience or consciousness hitherto. Beer 
suggests that these apparently distinct origins and functions contrapuntally meet in the 
character and story of Maggie Tulliver, as music both 'arouses and carries' sexual passion 
(through song especially) in the mutual attraction of Maggie and Stephen Guest, and 'gives 
voice to the power of a world beyond the narrow life within which Maggie is bound'. Beer's 
essay is especially good at showing how the erotic and spiritual charge of music, via the 
cadence of the human voice as an instrument of conversation as much as of song, is embedded 
in the texture of the book, and at how Eliot's allusion to composers and works 'spin[s] 
connection between reader and writer', thus 'enrich[ing] the hinterland' of the fiction. It is 
startling to be reminded that the relative impoverishment of the sound-world of the novel's 
inhabitants and first readers, amplifies the power of the music made and heard by the 
characters, and silently and readily listened to (through the novel's specific contemporary 
references) by the Victorian reader, in a way inaccessible to the reader of today. 
Essays from Joanne Shattock and Joanne Wilkes consider George Eliot's cultural and literary 
association with nineteenth-century France in relation, respectively, to the journalistic writings 
of Elizabeth Gaskell and Margaret Oliphant. In 'Gaskell and Eliot on Women in France', 
Shattock takes as a starting-point the writers' responses to Victor Cousin's study of French 
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women (Madame de Sable. Etudes sur Les Femmes Illustres et la Societe du XVIle Siecle) both 
of which appeared in the periodical press within months of one another in 1854. Eliot's 
'Woman in France', written for the Westminster from Germany, following her elopement with 
George Henry Lewes, was to form part of a developing argument in her essays in respect of 
women's vital and special contribution to intellectual culture. Shattock persuasively suggests 
that Eliot was especially sensitive to the full, free and intellectually serious life of the 
seventeenth-century women about whom she was reading, given her new-found freedom and 
happiness with Lewes in the relatively open and relaxed environment of Weimar. Madame de 
Sable's life must have seemed as remote from the provincially oppressive milieu in which 
Marian Evans grew up, and which she was to fictionalize in The Mill on the Floss, as the life 
the future author was now leading, in order, as Beer puts it, not to be Maggie Tulliver, to escape 
her limits. Gaskell's 'Company Manners' - part review of Cousin's work (in which she saw a 
prototype of her own French hostess, Madame Mohl), part essay on French entertainment, 
which seemed to her to foster mental stimulation by its delicacy rather than occlude it (as was 
the English habit) by excessive formality and food - is as different in tone and emphasis as the 
two writers' lives were distinct as models of Victorian woman. But there is a strongly shared 
sense resonating across these essays that French culture, and the salon tradition especially, 
promoted a quality of mental debate and cross-gender conversation sadly inhibited by the 
habits of polite English society. One is reminded by Shattock's essay that such coincidences as 
the timing of these reviews must replace for us the kind of conversation Gaskell and Eliot 
might have had but for the Victorian inhibitions they here regret. Moreover, passing from 
Shattock's to Wilkes' essay, 'French Rivals of George Eliot' - principally devoted to Oliphant's 
reading and reviewing of contemporary French authors but touching interestingly on the 
author's comparisons of the latter with English writers of fiction - one feels George Eliot might 
have vigorously agreed with Oliphant's conclusion that 'there are depths of the human psyche 
and of human experience that Balzac in particular has plumbed, which no English novelist 
would dare attempt to fathom'. Both essays together give a flavour of the formidable dialogue 
that does exist, in fact, in the collective writings of these women on culture, woman and fiction. 
It was also in Weimar in 1854, notes R. S. White, that George Eliot and George Henry Lewes 
read, al fresco, Keats's 'Hyperion', the doctor-tumed-poet's meditation on the relative value 
and limitations of medical and poetic vocations. In this opening essay of the volume 'Two 
Disappointed Doctors; Keats and George Eliot's Lydgate' , White argues that the medical career 
of George Eliot's later fictional doctor is analogous to that of Keats (with which it is directly 
contemporaneous) in ways which illuminate the profound paradigm shift which was taking 
place in medicine at that period. The thwarted idealism of these two who wanted their medical 
practice to 'do the world some good' is explained equally by their (opposing) relationship to 
the same early nineteenth-century debate between 'conservative, constitutional healing 
practice', which depended on personal knowledge of the individual patient, and 'experimental 
medicine carried out in the new public hospitals', involving dissection often in insalubrious and 
unhygienic conditions. Where these practices were deeply uncongenial for Keats, and helped 
precipitate his departure from the medical profession, Lydgate's ambitions are obstructed by 
the very resistance to them which Keats's choice of poetry over medicine embodied. It is fitting 
that 'the two major literary figures who were [arguably] most knowledgeable about medicine 
in their century', should have helped to articulate the terms of this Janus-faced medico-
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philosophical dilemma in ways that help to confound, says White, easy distinctions between 
the Romantic and Victorian periods. 
Finally, Elizabeth Webby's essay 'George Eliot in Australia' surveys the nineteenth-century 
response to the work of the author in the colony where sales of her books contributed 
significantly to her income, some of which was in turn invested in high-yield colonial stocks. 
If Webby's contribution reminds us of the practical considerations besetting the female 
professional author, it also presents an account of the reach of George Eliot's work which 
would surely have thoroughly heartened the writer whose philosophical purpose was the 
extension of human sympathy. While the professional success is manifest in the serialization 
of her works in such journals as Melbourne's Australasian, the moral achievement she is likely 
to have valued more is the popularity of her books with the reading groups which became 
common in Australia in the 1880s and 1890s. The Australasian Home Reading Union, 
established in Hobart, Tasmania in 1892 'to encourage the reading habit and direct it to more 
educational ends ... away from the so-called "trashy novels" which now dominated library 
collections and readers' borrowings,' listed The Mill on the Floss, Romola, and Middlemarch 
in their suggested course of reading. Even when this canonical diet became less popular, a 
women's group in Hobart, which had defected from the AHRU, is nevertheless recorded as 
reading Silas Marner in 1894. This contribution seems particularly fitting to a volume 
dedicated to Margaret Harris, 'great Victorianist, in gratitude and celebration', and co-editor of 
course (with Judith Johnston) of the indispensable edition of The Journals of George Eliot, on 
her retirement from the University of Sydney. 
Josie BiIlington 
University of Liverpool 
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